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LAND RECLAMATION IN THE FAYUM UNDER PTOLE- 
MIES PHILADELPHIA AND EUERGETES I 

By W. L. Westbbmann 

CHBONOLOGY 

The ancient irrigation system of the Nile Valley which Ptolemy 
Soter found in operation when he took control of Egypt had been 
developed by a gradual process of evolution which had already 
covered a period of more than three thousand years before Alexander 
entered the country. No data remain to us from the Pharaonic 
period which can give us an insight into the details of canal and 
embankment construction. Fortune has been kinder to us in the 
Ptolemaic period. In 1889-90 Mr. Flinders Petrie made an impor- 
tant discovery of paper coffins at Tell-Gurob, a mound lying south 
and west of the Bahr-Yusuf (Canal of Joseph) in the angle where it 
turns sharply northwestward to enter the Fayum. These coffins 
were found to be manufactured of old papyri glued together. The 
difficulty encountered in detaching the separate papyri explains the 
shattered condition of this group of documents, which was published 
as the famous Petrie Papyri. 1 For our present purpose the important 
documents are a series of letters from the official correspondence of 
Cleon and his successor Theodorus, engineers in charge of state 
building projects, including irrigation, in the Fayum. 2 The private 
letters which passed between Cleon and various members of his 
family are among the most appealing documents which have come 
down to us from antiquity. 3 No one endowed with an imagination 
and a kindly heart could read the intimate letters of this family 

1 Flinders Petrie Papyri. Vols. I and II edited by J. P. Mahaffy; Vol. Ill, by 
J. P. Mahaffy and J. G. Smyly. Royal Irish Academy, Cunningham Memoirs VIII 
(1891), IX (1893), XI (1905). Dublin. 

* P. Pet. II, III. 

3 The private letters will be found in best form in S. Witkowski, Epistulae Privatae 
Graecae, 2d ed. (Leipzig, 1911). The career of Cleon has been sketched sym- 
pathetically by Wilamowitz, Reden und Vortr&ge (Berlin, 1902), pp. 246-53. A. 
Bouchfi-Leclercq has reconstructed the whole career of Cleon in an attractive article, 
"LTngenieur Cleon," Revue des etudes grecques, XXI (1908), 121-52. 
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without a feeling of deep sympathy for Cleon in the hour of his 
disgrace and retirement from his high position. Unfortunately the 
private letters do not concern us here, excepting as we may trace 
in them the outlines of the public career of Cleon. 

The official activity of Cleon as engineer {LpxiTeicruv) in the 
Arsinoite Nome (the Fayum) may be traced, in the correspondence 
saved to us, from the twenty-seventh year to the thirty-third year of 
Ptolemy Philadelphus, 258-252 b.c. x 

The date of the appointment of Theodorus as successor to Cleon 
is uncertain, although we have an official announcement (date lost) 
addressed to the oeconomi, nomarchs, royal scribes of the nomes, 
police officials, comarchs, and village scribes, of the advancement of 
Theodorus (P. Pet. II, 42 (a), p. 138) from the position of sub- 
engineer (inrapxireKTuv) to that of full guardianship of the dykes and 
the control of the irrigation waters. In the year 30 of Philadelphus, 
255 B.C., Petechonsis was virapxireiCTUv. Presumably, then, Theod- 
orus came into that position after the year 255. He appears for the 
first time as architecton in the year 2 of Euergetes, 245 B.C., 2 is holding 
that office in the years 241 and 240 B.C., 3 and appears for the last 
time as architecton, so far as the papyri show, in the year 10, or 237 
B.C. 4 The extant papyri falling later than 237 B.C. do not mention 
the ipxiriKTcav or the inra.pxi-T6K.Tuv. This may, of course, be chance, 
and the office may have continued for a long time. But the proba- 
bilities are that it ceased to exist thereafter, because the work was 
completed. 5 The official activity of Cleon and Theodorus was 

1 The memorial addressed by Cleon to Diotimus, P. Pet. II, 13, (17), p. 42, 
mentions official activities of the year 27 of Philadelphus. I agree with Wilamowitz, 
Reden und Vortr&ge, p. 249, note 3, as against Wiloken, in identifying this Cleon with 
the engineer of the entire correspondence. P. Pet. II, 13, (11), p. 39, is of the twenty- 
eighth year. In P. Pet. Ill, 42, F a, the date must be restored [\]y, the thirty-third 
year, and in it Cleon still has the official title ipxtriKruv. In the unsettled condition 
of the dating of regnal years in the third century B.C. I am arbitrarily accepting the 
later date of the two possibilities offered by Grenfell and Hunt in their table in P. Hib. 
Appendix III. 

*P. Pet. 111,43, (2), p. 119. 

3 P. Pet. II, 9, (2), (3), (4), pp. 22, 23, and 24. 

« P. Pet. II, 15, (2), p. 52. For the date, els rb iL, see P. Pet. Ill, 42, (7), p. 131. 
As a result of the dating els t4 il the dioecetes Eutyches in H. Maspero's list, in Les 
Finances d'Egypte sous les Lagides, p. 245, is to be definitely placed in the year 10 of 
Ptolemy III, or 237 B.C. 

6 Ulrich Wilcken, GrundzOge und Chrestomathie der Papyruskunde, I, 1, p. 332. 
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apparently confined to the Fayum. We have, as yet, no information 
about any architecton attached to any other nome than the Arsinoite, 
nor have we any knowledge of any other original reclamation project 
from any other nome or period, on any similar scale. 1 

The results of the reclamation work accomplished under Cleon 
and Theodorus are still discernible to the eyes of the archaeologists 
who have worked in the Fayum. 2 For no remains or articles have 
been found on the third, or next to the lowest, plateau of the Fayum 
and none on the lower half of the second plateau, which antedate the 
reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus. In other words, these portions of 
the Fayum had no villages upon them before Philadelphus' time, but 
were still under water. Geographic and archaeological evidence, 
therefore, prove that these plateaus were laid bare in the third 
century b.c. The Petrie Papyri have given us the names of the two 
engineers who directed the important project, with some details 
as to the methods of work employed in carrying it out. 

Table I may help to visualize our present knowledge of the 
chronology of the work as shown in the names of the officials in 
charge as engineers and sub-engineers. Wherever the official title 
appears along with the name in the correspondence of any year, that 
fact is indicated in the table. 



TABLE I 



Year 


Engineer 


Sub-Engineer 


B.C. 

258 


Cleon 

Cleon 

Cleon 

Cleon, title apxtriKruv given 

Cleon 

Cleon 

Cleon, title apxireKTiav given 

Theodorus 

Theodorus, title apxtTetcrtav given 

Theodorus 

Theodorus, title apxtrdKrwv given 

Theodorus* 

Theodorus, title af>x' T *' eT °>i' given 




257 

256 




255 


Petechonsis, title vxapxireKratv given 


254 




253 




252 




251 ( date in- ) 
247 ( definite j 
245 


TheOdorUS, title iirapxirilcTiay given 


241 




240 




239 




237 









* In this year Theodorus combined in his person the office of ipxiriKTar and o£«ox6»io5. 
-P. Pet. II, 9, (5), p. 24. 



1 The project described in P. Lille, 1, is for the recovery of waste lands formerly 
under cultivation, but now unproductive. 

2 Grenfell, Hunt, Hogarth, Fayum Towns and Their Papyri (P. Fay.) (London, 
1900), pp. 2, 14, 15. 
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The work of reclamation in the Fayum certainly, therefore, ex- 
tended over a period of twenty-one years, 258-237 B.C. Witkowski 1 
seems to put the beginning of the task about 260 b.c. Bouche- 
Leclercq ascribes the whole reclamation scheme to Ptolemy Soter 
and indicates a much earlier date in the reign of Philadelphus 2 for 
the actual beginning of operations. I have little hesitation in agree- 
ing with the latter and find several reasons for suggesting 270 B.C. 
as the latest date which can be considered. In the year 255 B.C. 
a "Canal of Cleon," named after the engineer, is nearing completion. 3 
One must presuppose that several seasons' work had already been 
done upon this canal, which is a new one, and that the activities of 
Cleon had been so important in connection with it as to attract his 
sovereign's attention to the extent of naming the canal in honor of the 
chief engineer. This would carry the engineering work of Cleon 
earlier than 260 B.C. Secondly, P. Pet. II, 16, is undoubtedly a 
letter out of the correspondence of Cleon's family. 4 It mentions 
events which occurred in the years 265 and 264 and was evidently 
written in the period 263-260 b.c Even that early Cleon is already 
close to the king. A more convincing consideration is this. The 
correspondence of the year 28, or 257 b.c, 6 shows that a certain 
village in the reclaimed area, named Philoteris, had long since been 
established, and the land around it brought under cultivation. For 
even in that year the dykes are distinguished as "new" and "old" 
dykes. Throughout the Cleon correspondence it is evident that the 
canals in the reclaimed area were already being used for purposes 
of irrigation in the years 258-252 b.c. As soon as the size of the 
lake had been diminished, the reclaimed land was settled with agri- 
cultural colonists and brought under cultivation as rapidly as the 
canals could be extended. As a result of this occupation and use, 
the further extension of canals and dykes must have progressed 
slowly. New construction and repairs were carried on usually during 

'"Circa a. 260 magnam Moeridis laous partem sicca vit" — Witkowski, Epist. 
Privatae Graecae, 2d ed., p. 1. 

2 In Revue des Etudes grecqu.es, XXI, 122; cf. P. Fay., p. IS. 

3 P. Pet. II, 6, p. 17 : koX trvvreKfoat. rb XoiTrdp ttjs KX&aros 5«fy>vyos. 

4 Witkowski, loc. tit., No. 4. 

6 P. Pet. Ill, 37. This village has been identified by Grenfell and Hunt, P. Fay., 
p. 63, and located at the site of the modern village of Wadfa (see map at end of P. Fay.). 
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the months Epiph to Athyr, or July to November inclusive. For 
this was the flood period, and the labor of the farms would then be 
available for other than agricultural work. Furthermore, as several 
of the extant contracts for construction work clearly show, work 
upon dykes and canals in the remaining months of the year tended 
to impede the regular process of irrigating the land. 1 These are the 
reasons which make it seem reasonable to stretch the period of this 
reclamation work backward from 237 to 270 B.C., or perhaps earlier. 
The work could not have been completed under Philadelphus, nor 
could it have been carried out speedily, as Grenfell assumed. 2 
University op Wisconsin 

' P. Pet. II, 9, (4), p. 24: <rvvTc\e<r$fyrw ri> %pyov tva pi) iinepov irl tov iroTioyjoS 
Tcp&ynaTa initv rapixv 1 - Cf. P. Pet. Ill, 43, Col. II, p. 119, a contract for construction 
work with the stipulation oi$iv irriKtoXiovres /3p^x el " T V I'h"- 

* P. Fay., p. 15. 



